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It was very interesting to read Int J LCA 10 (1) 2005. A whole 
issue dedicated to the release of a comprehensive and apparently 
consistent database for LCA practitioners is a fine way of cel¬ 
ebrating the 10-year anniversary of the journal. Congratulations! 

However, we miss the critical angle on the new Swiss database. 
This is not necessarily the role of the peer reviewers, but should 
rather be an issue for the LCA community as a whole. The 
arguments and discussion points put forward in this letter can 
be seen as a first iteration. 

We have not yet had the opportunity of examining the data¬ 
base in any detail, neither with regard to the format of the data 
nor to their quality. We know that the managers of professional 
software products such as GaBi and SimaPro are wizards in 
respect to adapting new formats, but does ecoinvent actually 
provide us with the possibility of using the data according to 
other national methodologies? 

Specifically, two statements given in Althaus et al. (2004) have 
raised our concern. The first statement is that secondary mate¬ 
rials do not bear any burdens other than those caused by col¬ 
lection, purification and/or processing. Obviously, this will give 
constructors and manufacturers in almost all cases an incentive 
to choose products made of recycled materials and thus support 
the general societal desire to increase recycling. But is this default 
approach always in accordance with the actual consequences for 
the environment? When using a market-based approach as sug¬ 
gested by Weidema (2003), a more balanced view of the conse¬ 
quences can be obtained, giving incentive for using scrap when 
the market for the material in question is decreasing, and an in¬ 
centive for supplying scrap when the market is increasing. 

As an example, we have recently published two papers on insula¬ 
tion materials (Schmidt et al. 2004a,b), in which we argue that 
consumption of old newsprint for the production of paper wool 
insulation has the consequence that more virgin pulp for produc¬ 
tion of newsprint is needed. The current market situation in Eu¬ 
rope is such that all collected old newsprint is recycled, and there 
is a demand for more. Thus, old newsprint is not waste (as as¬ 
sumed in ecoinvent) but a useful resource substituting virgin fi¬ 
bres. Therefore, it seems inappropriate to allocate all benefits of 
paper recycling to the user of secondary paper, in our case the 
manufacturer of paper wool. The paper would have been recy¬ 
cled anyway, e.g. in the production of newsprint, and this prod¬ 
uct has now to be produced in a larger degree from virgin fibres. 

The second concern is related to the first. Althaus et al. (2005) 
stress that disposal has to be carefully considered. Switzerland 
and some other countries may have very efficient systems for 
collecting, sorting and treatment of organic building waste, but 
this is not the case for the majority of European countries. Care¬ 
ful demolition and subsequent sorting of building waste will 
most certainly increase the future rate and quality of recycling, 
but in our view it is very optimistic to assume that all combus¬ 


tible material is incinerated (with or without energy recovery?). 
Likewise, we believe that it is too pessimistic to assume that all 
mineral materials are deposited in an inert landfill. Large - and 
increasing - amounts of mineral building waste of mineral ori¬ 
gin are recycled in the EU, e.g. in road construction (Symonds 
Group 1999), thereby avoiding extraction of similar amounts 
of sand, gravel, etc. Collected used stone wool can even be 'truly 1 
recycled, i.e. used as raw material for production of new stone 
wool. But there are large differences between the practices and 
possibilities in various European nations, and in order to ob¬ 
tain the most precise results, the database used must be suffi¬ 
ciently flexible to allow an analysis of different options. 

In conclusion, we welcome the new database, and we also agree 
with the statement that the disposal stage is important for build¬ 
ing materials. But we are afraid that the database is not suffi¬ 
ciently flexible for building materials to reflect the results of 
current and future practice, neither as to the choice of building 
materials nor the handling of demolition waste. When the 
ecoinvent database and the associated methodology are used in 
the planning of building constructions, especially outside Swit¬ 
zerland, a sub-optimal solution may very well be the result, 
despite showing a favourable environmental profile. Experi¬ 
enced LCA practitioners may be able to avoid this problem by 
establishing their own data, but users of ecoinvent-based tools 
will most probably not give a thought to the system boundaries 
behind the data they use. 

We therefore hope that the database and the tools using the 
data will offer opportunities to model life cycles according to 
real market conditions and national practices now and in the 
future. Otherwise, the resulting LCA-based decisions will not 
reflect good scientific practice but only confirm the basic as¬ 
sumptions and rules used, when the database was established 
in Switzerland in the year of 2000. 
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